Since the last issue the global situation had changed out of all recognition as a result of the emergence of new coronavirus disease COVID-19. Acknowledged as a pandemic by the World Health Organization on 11 March, the progress of the disease has been astounding and, at the time of writing, is having profound effects on the daily lives of the majority of the world\'s population. I've heard the pandemic described as the greatest global challenge in a generation, while some who are old enough to remember have told me it is more challenging and unsettling than WW2 due to the speed of change and the uncertainty about how the situation will develop.

Because of the way that 'Focus on Surfactants' is compiled from abstracts and press releases, there is a time lag in reporting and the coronavirus therefore hasn't made any impact on the regular news sections in this issue, which instead highlight topics such as the hazards of ethylene oxide production (p 2), the latest developments at Sasol\'s LCCP project (p 2), the completion of Indorama\'s acquisition of Huntsman\'s surfactants and intermediates businesses (pp 2-3), and a new report on the surfactants market from Koncept Analytics (p 3). However, the pandemic will undoubtedly have many and varied effects on the surfactants industry which could reverberate for some time, depending on the net effect of the outbreak on global economic activity in the near- and mid-term. At the moment it is far too early even for economists and banking strategists to predict whether a recession or a boom is more likely once lockdown conditions are eased -- it all depends on how quickly the virus can be brought under control as the epicentre continues to shift to different regions.

Record levels of mass unemployment are inevitably affecting consumer spending power. However, I would hazard a guess that the surfactants industry as a whole will fare better than some other manufacturing sectors. While there may be a shift away from premium products, demand for key end-use products such as liquid and bar soaps, laundry detergents and household cleaners is likely to remain strong, given the crucial role of personal hygiene in combatting the spread of the infection -- demand for all these products is certainly exceeding supply in my area at the moment! But for now, we can only monitor and report on the developing situation as there are currently so many unknowns that could affect the upstream and downstream value chains for surfactants.

One immediate, short-term effect of the rapid development of the corona crisis is the postponement or cancellation of planned conferences and exhibitions. While the situation is so unpredictable, I have decided to suspend the usual events column on the back page and instead replace it with a news-style item highlighting all the changes for the surfactants community (pp 7-8). I hope it\'s useful to readers. Some organizers have optimistically moved February and March events to June or July while others have taken a more cautious stance and are postponing events for 6 to 8 months. Currently, some events scheduled for June and July remain in place but under constant review, such as in-cosmetics Korea. Interestingly, organizers Reed Exhibitions have taken a different, pragmatic approach for in-cosmetics Global, producing a virtual conference on the original dates but moving the exhibition back by 3 months**.** The Household & Commercial Products Association in the USA is also adopting an 'online' approach for IMPACT2020.

Until next time, I send my very best wishes to all readers, their families and colleagues, and pray we all come through this troubling period safe and sound.
